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In loving memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi

“God was with Joseph, and He endowed him with charisma, and He put his favour in the eyes of
the prison warden… and whatever he did God made successful” (Bereishit 39:21-23).
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Sidrah Summary: Vayeshev

1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 37:1-11

Yaakov settles in the Land of Cana’an (later
Israel). Yosef brings negative reports to his father
about the sons of Leah, his half-brothers (Rashi).
Yaakov makes a woollen tunic for Yosef, his
favourite son. Yosef’s brothers become jealous.
Yosef has a dream in which all 12 brothers are
binding sheaves in the field. The brothers’
sheaves gather around Yosef’s sheaf and bow to
it. This increases their hatred. Yosef has another
dream; the sun and moon and 11 stars bow to
him. He relates this to his brothers and to Yaakov,
who rebukes him.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 37:12-22

Yosef’s brothers shepherd Yaakov’s flock.
Yaakov sends Yosef to meet them. His brothers
plot to kill him. Reuven dissuades them, advising
them to throw Yosef in a pit, but not to kill him.
Reuven plans to rescue Yosef and return him to
his father.

Question: What was the name of the place
where the brothers were shepherding Yaakov’s
flock? (37:17)  Answer on bottom of page 6.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 37:23-36

Yosef’s brothers remove his tunic and throw 
him in the pit. They see a caravan of merchants
approaching. Yehuda suggests selling Yosef to
the merchants. Yosef is sold on repeatedly
(Rashi), eventually arriving in Egypt. The brothers
dip the tunic in the blood of a slaughtered goat
and show it to Yaakov, who concludes that Yosef
was killed by an animal.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 38:1-30

Yehuda has three sons – Er, Onan and Shela. Er
marries Tamar, but is killed by God. Yehuda
instructs Onan to marry Tamar. Onan also dies.
Sometime later, Yehuda’s wife dies. Tamar
disguises herself and approaches Yehuda at a
crossroads. Unaware of her identity, he consorts
with her, for the wage of two kid goats. He leaves
her his ring, coat and staff as surety. Yehuda

sends a friend to take the payment to the
unidentified lady but he does not find her. Yehuda
is later told that Tamar is pregnant and orders her
to be burned to death. As she is taken out, she
declares that the owner of the surety is the father.
Yehuda recognises the objects and admits his
role. Tamar is spared and gives birth to twins,
Peretz and Zerach.

Point to Consider: Why did Yehuda not instruct
Shela to marry Tamar after the death of Onan?
(see Rashi to 38:11) 

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 39:1-6

Yosef is sold to Potiphar, the Chamberlain of the
Butchers. Yosef is very successful and Potiphar
places him in charge of his household.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 39:7-23

Potiphar’s wife tries to seduce Yosef, who rejects
her advances. One day they are alone in the
house. She tries again and catches his garment;
he runs away. With Yosef’s garment in her hand,
she summons her household, shows them his
garment and accuses Yosef of attempting to
seduce her. Potiphar imprisons Yosef, who earns
the trust of the chief prison officer.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 40:1-23

Pharaoh’s baker and butler transgress against
Pharaoh and are sent to the same prison as
Yosef. Each one has a dream, which Yosef
interprets: both will be taken out of prison in
three days – the baker to be hanged and the
butler to be restored to his post. Yosef asks the
butler to mention his plight to Pharaoh, but he
forgets to do so.

Haftarah

The prophet Amos sends a warning message
to the people to stop persecuting the poor, a
sin that cannot be overlooked. He also accuses
them of corrupting the prophets and the
Nazarites. The rich and powerful will not be
able to escape God’s ultimate judgement.



This Shabbat, we read the
story of Judah, the son 
of Jacob, and Tamar, his
daughter-in-law. Tamar is
sent away after the death of
her first two husbands, the
two older sons of Judah, to
await the time when the third

son is old enough to get married. She settles
back with her parents in a place called Timnah.

Whilst there, she is told that her father in law
Judah “is going up to Timnah to shear his
sheep”. The term “going up” is rarely used in
describing travel. Ordinarily, the Torah uses a
more general term such as “went” or “came”, as
is the case with the description of Abraham
taking Isaac up and down the mountain to offer
him as a sacrifice. The Torah is not precise about
the direction being travelled unless it is for a very
specific reason.

The great biblical commentator Rashi notes that
elsewhere we find the opposite term: “Samson
went down to Timnah” (Judges 14:5), and he
therefore explains that Timnah was built on the
slope of a mountain. From one direction one
goes up to it and from the other one goes down
to it. But why was it necessary to mention the
direction at all? What difference does it make?

It makes a big difference, spiritually at least.
Rashi, commenting on a passage in the Talmud
(Sotah 10a) explains that Judah’s journey to
Timnah ultimately led to a spiritual elevation, the
birth of two righteous men, Peretz and Zarach
(Bereshit 38:29,30), from whom kings and
prophets are descended. Therefore the Torah
tells us that he was ‘going up’, even though in
the short term, this was clearly not the case.

Samson’s journey, on the other hand, led to a
spiritual descent. He married Philistine women
who were forbidden to him, leading to

calamitous results. Therefore we are told that 
he descended, both literally and spiritually.

The mountain is a metaphor for our service of
God. We say every Sunday morning as part of
the psalm of the day, as well as on numerous
other occasions, Mi yaale b’har Hashem – who
may ascend the mountain of the Lord. Serving
God is like climbing a mountain. If we want to
advance on a slope we need to climb. We
cannot afford to stay still - otherwise not only
can we not climb higher, we run the risk of
slipping too.

The Torah, as explained by Rashi, is teaching 
us a very important lesson: we need to be like
Judah and not Samson.  We need to go up and
not down. We cannot afford to be comfortable
where we are in our service to God and our
spiritual life; otherwise we run the risk, over time,
of descending and slipping down. Serving God
is a lifelong journey upwards that requires
constant effort and travail.

3In memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion

Judah and Samson 
by Rabbi Shlomo Odze, Associate Rabbi, South Hampstead Synagogue 
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Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 50: I, Conscience 2   
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue 

Developmental psychologist
Professor Michael Tomasello
explains how humans
developed their moral
conscience naturally over
hundreds of thousands of
years. Initially, primates were
driven by self-interest until

they realised that collaborative hunting would
yield benefits for all. Those who failed to
contribute were shunned and excluded from
enjoying the rewards. The trait of co-operation
became a critical factor in choosing a sexual
partner.  As societies eventually formed and
organised, these traits developed into collective
moral rules which became enshrined in the
cultural norms of each group. 

While subject to cultural differences, this
Humanist view of morality and ethics claims to be
able to build and maintain the laws and ethical
framework societies require without the need for
Divine intervention. While the lack of God’s
objective morality may risk opening the door for
moral relativism (discussed at the beginning of
this series), by and large secular Western liberal
democracies function well. What, therefore, is the
place for religion or religious laws in such
societies?

Without God, human beings are merely complex
carbon-based physical life forms. While our
immediate behaviour and well-being may be
important, in the grand scheme of things what we
do today has little long-term value and is mostly
irrelevant to the future of mankind. Provided I act
within the boundaries of the law, if I choose to live
a moral life or choose to indulge in a self-centred,
hedonistic life, it will rarely – if ever – make a
difference in the long run. This nihilistic view of
the world expressed by King Solomon (Kohelet
8:15) seemingly absolves us from moral
behaviour. Yet in the end King Solomon
concludes that the whole purpose of mankind is
to ‘fear God and perform His commandments’
(ibid. 12:13). Why?

God not only frames morality from an objective
perspective, He imposes consequences for 
our actions that go far beyond their obvious
immediate physical manifestations. The 
Humanist ethic, devoid of the eternal God, 
means that individual moral decisions are not
anchored in eternality. Consequently, an
individual’s actions – whether moral, amoral 
or immoral – lack any predicable eternal
consequences. This knowledge inevitably
demotivates humanity from caring about the
virtues of its behaviour, except to avoid anarchy.

The story of Adam and Eve encapsulates
humankind’s moral imperative: for better 
or for worse, our behaviour leaves an eternal
imprint on the creation. The Mishnah (Pirkei 
Avot 2:9) describes how one of the paths to
uprightness is to be ro’eh et hanolad – to see 
the consequences of our actions – for it is our
knowledge, perspective and relationship with
these consequences that will determine how 
we behave.

The role, therefore, that religion plays in society is
to teach mankind that God’s legal and ethical
wisdom is not there to obstruct our freedom or
prevent us from enjoying life. God’s message is
simple: your actions, whether legal or moral, are
eternally significant and affect others in ways we
cannot possibly know. Only the Omniscient God
can understand how, and if we could only trust
His judgement rather than our own a little more,
we would be able to elevate the world around us
for the betterment of all humanity.

We are very grateful to Rabbi Freedman for this
fascinating series.
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Sefer Yehoshua (the Book of Joshua) – Chapter 5
by Hannah Reuben, US Living & Learning Project Executive

Chapter overview
In chapter four, we read of 
the memorials established to
commemorate the miracles
of the crossing of the River
Jordan. One of the reasons
for these memorials was to

send a powerful statement to the Canaanite
nations that God was with Bnei Yisrael.

Our chapter confirms that this statement was
understood by the Canaanite kings, whose
‘hearts melted’ upon hearing of the splitting of the
Jordan.  This also tallies with the report of Rachav
about Jericho to the spies that Yehoshua sent
there, as recorded in chapter two. 

Males born during the 40 years in the desert 
had not been given b’rit mila (circumcision). 
Rashi (1040-1105), on verse two, notes that
Moshe oversaw b’rit mila before the previous
generation had left Egypt. Yehoshua, now
ensconced in the Land, oversees b’rit mila for 
all males who require it. 

Once this b’rit mila is performed, Bnei Yisrael 
are able to fully celebrate their first Pesach in 
the Land. This was the first time that the Korban
Pesach (Paschal lamb) was brought for 39 years,
since the first year in the desert. After the first
night of Pesach, the manna stops falling and Bnei
Yisrael instead eat the produce of the Land. 

Yehoshua now begins to prepare for the first 
city to be conquered, Jericho. Yehoshua sees a
man with a sword drawn in his hand and asks
whether he is with ‘us or our enemies’.  The ‘man’
introduces himself as ‘the commander of God’s
army’ and tells Yehoshua to remove his shoes,
since he is standing on holy ground. This is
another parallel to Moshe, who was also
commanded to remove his shoes at the burning
bush (Shemot ch. 3). Rashi on our chapter (verses
14 and 15) identifies the angel as Michael, 
a protecting angel, who had come to assist 

with the conquest of Jericho, “for it is otherwise
impossible to capture Jericho”. 

This chapter is read as the Haftarah for the first
day of Pesach. 

Why was b’rit mila not performed in the
desert?
The Talmud (Yevamot 72a), cited by the
commentary of Radak (Rabbi David Kimche,
1160-1235) at the start of our chapter, explains
that the particular conditions whilst Bnei Yisrael
were in the Sinai desert made it very hazardous to
perform b’rit mila and as such Bnei Yisrael were
exempt.  Radak also notes that since this
exemption existed, God did not perform miracles
to change nature so that b’rit mila could take
place in the desert, as it would later take place in
the Land. 

Performing b’rit mila at this stage was significant
for two particular reasons, noted by the
commentaries.  The first was that men without
b’rit mila could not partake in the Korban Pesach
(paschal lamb offering), so b’rit mila had to take
place before Pesach to facilitate the full
celebration of that festival.  The second was that
the fear felt by the Canaanite kings after the
miracles at the Jordan meant that they were
unlikely to attack Bnei Yisrael as they recuperated
from b’rit mila. 
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Answer:  Dotan

Shefford – Dr Judith Grunfeld l’’z

Dr Judith Grunfeld was the headmistress of the
Jewish Secondary School in Stamford Hill in 1939,
whose 450 children and staff were evacuated 
to Shefford and the neighbouring towns in
Bedfordshire for the duration of WW2. At first, the
host families were very taken aback by these
children with their strange religious customs,
some of whom, having just arrived from Europe
could not even speak English. In this sixth extract
from her book, Dr Grunfeld describes how things
rapidly changed.

The next morning the sun rose and the children
awoke.  Some of them, being rested, had a
captivating smile, some took a fancy to the little
dog in the house or to the canary, some had a
lovely way of saying “Thank you very much” and
looked so pathetic that one’s heart could melt.
They were all very clean, and surprisingly well-
mannered; some liked to play with the baby in the
pram; some of the boys liked to watch and help
the old man in the shed.  Although they were so
young they had a way of looking after themselves
and after their younger brothers and sisters.  Their
habits were immaculate; they never asked for
anything. It was very strange.  

One could not even say what caused it or how it
came about, but it is a fact that soon enough 
Mrs. B. told Mrs. H. that her little evacuee had
settled down so very well and Mrs. H. retaliated
by praising her own little girl. The Rector and his
wife, the Reverend and Mrs. A. McGhee, took
their seven evacuees for a treat to Whipsnade
Zoo and felt proud of themselves to “own” such
well-mannered young men. And while they
treated them to toast and lemonade in the
Whipsnade Restaurant, they encouraged them
not to be shy but to put on their “ceremonial skull
caps”, realising that they would not start eating
without them.  They had already understood that
this was essential when partaking of a meal.  

It is a fact too that not long afterwards freshly-
washed Arba Kanfoth were seen dangling from
the washing line in Mrs. K.’s pretty garden, and
Moss, the village grocer, got in a supply of Kosher

margarine because suddenly so many customers
asked for it so “that Jackie (or Freddie or Bernard)
could have a piece of bread with margarine
instead of eating the bread dry all the time”.  

The fact is that Mrs. B. helped Annette to tie her
handkerchief round her wrist on Friday night
before Annette went out to join the service and
Mrs. F. went upstairs to switch the light off in
Simon’s bedroom, because “I know the boy will
sleep all night with the light on if I don’t do it for
him as it is his Sabbath.”

All this is a mere recording of facts.  Slowly and
surely these Jewish children, firm and sure in their
actions, firm and sure in their loyalty to the
principles of their upbringing, captured the hearts
of their hosts, their foster-parents, as they were
called.  Slowly the relationship developed, and
trust and pride grew in the hearts of those kind-
hearted people who came to consider the
children as their own evacuees, respected them
and respected the whole crowd of them for their
steadfastness and loyalty to their own religious
tradition, loved them in spite of all differences
between them, and kept them in their cottages
for six long years. 

Reproduced with permission.






